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Valdes * When one mentions Cuba, immediately people ask when will Fidel Castro fall? And when
observers look for signs of change, they inevitably seem to turn to just two issues: the legalization
of multi-party politics and the right of private farmers to sell their produce in a private market.
Since neither of these has occurred, and Fidel Castro remains in power, it is assumed that the
situation in Cuba is frozen, that nothing of significance is taking place there. In fact, the opposite
is true. A "constitutional revolution" has begun on the island, one that suggests a reduction in
central government power, a dramatic shift in institutional relations, and the appearance of new
autonomous forces. The following is the first of a two-part series which focuses on selected features
of this "revolution." On July 10-12, the Cuban National Assembly met to evaluate, discuss and
approve a series of proposed constitutional amendments. The proposals were submitted by a
commission comprised of legislators and Communist Party leaders. (For previous coverage of
constitutional amendments, see NotiSur, 07/14/92.) At the close of the legislative session, senior
government officials stated that "no concessions" had been made to opponents or on the basis of
foreign pressure. Dissidents who reside on the island, exile leaders, foreign news commentators,
and others dismissed the two-day gathering as window-dressing and "cosmetic" verbiage. The
facts suggest a very different conclusion. The constitutional changes, at least on paper, have broken
with ideological precepts, paved the way for a transformation of institutional relations, and reduced
the power of the state and the Communist Party over the economy and society. The changes have
also opened new political, social and economic spaces. The revised constitution does not permit
the formation of opposition political parties, nor does it call for the removal of Fidel Castro. But
it does open the way for maneuvering, coalition building, and bringing forth alternative policies.
Ideology Marxism-Leninism was a key element in the 1976 constitution. Marxist-Leninist ideology,
considered a "victorious doctrine" in the past, has disappeared from the preamble of the new
constitution. The new ethic is identified with the ideas of Jose Marti, Marx, Engels and Lenin. But
"ideas" are not the same as "ideology." Gone is any identification with a single system of thought, as
are all claims to "scientific truth." Moreover, in the new constitution all references to social classes
and the working class have been removed; "the people" has taken hold. Populism has pushed class
analysis aside. Not long ago, Cuban officials asserted they were engaged in the "construction of
communism," here and now. The new constitution still pays lip service to communism, but it is now
referred to as a "final objective" to be achieved in some ill-defined and, no doubt, distant future.
Gone too is any mention of the exploitative nature of capitalism, which has been replaced by the
more generic phrase "regimes dependent on exploitation." The state The character of the state
has been revised. Cuba is now a "unitary and democratic" republic, rather than just a republic.
In the face of decentralizing tendencies, the authorities want to stress and preserve some form
of centralization, without resorting to federalism as has occurred in places such as the former
Soviet Union and eastern Europe. The introduction of the direct and secret ballot and increased
powers for municipal and provincial governments are clear evidence of the declining strength of
the central government. This process began more than two years ago, when the economic crisis
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began to deepen and the national government found its financial resources restricted. In the new
constitution, additional authority and power have been conceded to the lower levels of government.
The state's fiscal crisis has produced a move toward self-financing at the lower levels, accompanied
by growing independence. The state is still characterized as "socialist" (a term left undefined) whose
basic purpose is to ensure "with all and for the benefit of all" the "enjoyment of political liberty,
social justice, collective and individual welfare and human solidarity." This formulation did not
appear in the 1976 constitution. It is much closer to the liberal ideals of pre-revolutionary times. For
the first time, there is a reference to the enjoyment of rights. Moreover, these rights are presented
in an important sequence. Political liberty is the first enunciated right, followed by social justice,
collective and individual welfare, and lastly solidarity. Not long ago political liberty and individual
rights were anathema and went unmentioned, while solidarity would have had precedence over
anything else. Communist Party The nature of the Communist Party has been redefined, with
nationalism having replaced class. By law the party is still defined as a "vanguard." Previously it
was the "vanguard of the working class," while now it is presented as the "vanguard of the Cuban
nation." In doing this, the party may have to shift from a cadre organization claiming to represent
a particular social class and its interests, to a mass party that attempts to address all classes and
interests, a rather tall order (Article 5). The 1976 constitution described the Young Communists
(Union de Jovenes Comunistas-UJC) organization as acting "under the direction of the party." Now,
subordination to the party has been eliminated and the UJC instead "enjoys state recognition and
support." Under the new constitution, the UJC is now an independent organization (Article 6). UJC
functions have been changed as well. In the past, its main task was to educate youth in the "ideals of
communism." The UJC's primary function has been changed to "promote the active participation"
of youth in building a socialist society, and "adequately prepare its members to be conscious and
capable citizens who can, on a daily basis, attain ever greater responsibilities." In other words, the
aim of the UJC is to prepare its members to replace those who rule. Past references to patriotic
work, military, and study duties were eliminated. A similar change was defined for mass and social
organizations. Article 7 grants them the right to represent their own interests, and neither the
Communist Party nor the state is defined as having the right to use them for their own respective
purposes. Thus the Communist Party no longer has the constitutional right to use these institutions
to convey its decisions to the citizenry. Mass and social organizations have gained a social and
political space which previously did not exist. Economy Where the previous constitution granted the
state ownership over the means of production, the state now claims the right to control only those
sectors defined as "fundamental." The "irreversible" nature of state ownership has ended (Article
14). The document further authorizes the transfer of state property to mixed enterprises and even
to private owners, regardless of nationality, as long as the aim is to foster the country's "economic
and social development." The constitution introduces and provides recognition for three new types
of ownership mixed enterprises, economic societies (a private or public corporation) and economic
associations (private corporate associations). Other rights associated with property are recognized
in principle, although not detailed (Article 15). In the past the law "regulated" inheritance matters.
The new constitution simply declares that the state "recognizes" inheritance (Article 24). Article
16, for all intents and purposes, eliminates centralized state economic planning (what used to be
called the "Plan Unico de Desarrollo Economico y Social"). The new concept is one of a program
which seeks to guarantee national development. Further, under Article 17, the state has been
removed from direct administration of the entire economy by allowing for the establishment of state
corporations and joint ventures. Enterprises are given financial autonomy, decision-making powers,
and the right to directly engage in trade relations with the outside world, thus eliminating the state's
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monopoly on foreign trade (Article 18). Religion The new constitution proclaims that the state
will "recognize, respect and guarantee" religious freedom and freedom of conscience. Although
religious institutions are still not allowed as part of the education system, the constitution makes
no mention of the state's role in fostering atheism (Article 8). The 1976 constitution proclaimed
that "the law regulates the activities of religious institutions." The new document merely says
it "regulates the relations that the state has with religious institutions" (Article 55). Next, the
declaration that "it is illegal and punishable to oppose faith or religious creed to the Revolution, to
education or the fulfillment of the duty to work, to defend the fatherland with weapons, or to revere
its symbols" (Article 54 of the 1976 constitution) has been eliminated. Education In the past the state
claimed the right to "educate and form" the young, but those responsibilities are now the essential
task of the family. This is not a responsibility shared with the state (Article 35). The educational and
cultural policies of the state no longer revolve around the notion of giving preferential treatment
to "the scientific concept of the world as established and developed by Marxism-Leninism." Now,
those policies are to be guided by "scientific and technical advances, the ideals of Marx and Marti,
and the progressive pedagogical traditions of Cuba and the world" (Article 39). Citizenship The
right of citizenship, or its removal, had been politicized since 1959. The 1976 constitution granted the
state the right to take away one's citizenship if the person served the military or political interests
of another nation or conspired or acted "against the Cuban people and [the people's] socialist and
revolutionary institutions" (Article 32 of the 1976 constitution). The new constitution does not give
such powers to the state. Instead, the revised version begins by asserting that "Cubans cannot be
denied their citizenship nor the right to change it." The new legal framework demonstrates that the
Cuban government has begun the process of adjusting to the realities of a new world order and its
own recent domestic experience. As the central government has gradually lost resources, power,
and the ability to control the future while opening the country to foreign investments, previously
overlooked organizations and institutions have begun to assert their power and authority. Faced
with this reality, the Cuban government has introduced remarkable changes in the legal system. The
changes suggest some of the most salient features of the new emerging society, one where different
centers of social and economic power confront a weaker national government. A silent, profound,
and dramatic revolution has begun to take shape in Cuba. * Nelson Valdes is professor of sociology
at the University of New Mexico, and director of the Latin America Data Base.
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